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ABSTRACT 
 
Much research has been conducted regarding the current state of public education 
within the United States. Very little of that research bodes well for the system’s current 
circumstances or for the direction our system is headed. The debate stems around two 
opposing ideologies. One believes that there needs to be more accountability via high-
stakes testing and the continuum of the status quo that the country has maintained for 
centuries, regardless of the effect it may be having on the students’ well-being. While the 
opposing view sees high-stakes testing as a contributing factor to the seemingly 
unproductive, chaotic, and even harmful conundrum of bias and hegemony that shows a 
positive correlation of deleterious effects to student well-being. Although this paper 
references the research of highly esteemed scholars, it asserts that the voices of those that 
are most relegated to that of undervalued and ignored are precisely the voices that need to 
be gleaned most relevant.  This paper’s purpose is to hear what the ‘experts’ in the field 
of education, the students themselves, have to say.  
Keywords: high-stakes testing, AzMERIT, well-being, children’s voice, children’s rights 
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“Each day of our lives we make deposits in the memory banks of our children.”  
Charles R. Swindoll 
PROLOGUE 
I would venture to guess that many a graduate student find themselves 
contemplating their thesis or applied project probably wonder why they got themselves 
into this situation. Yet, it is exactly that ‘why’ that led them to this situation in the first 
place. As I sit and contemplate my personal situation my ‘why’ becomes very clear. It has 
been a part of my journey for many years. I can trace it back to when I was in second 
grade. 
My school experience leading up to second grade wasn’t anything to write about. 
Other than the fact that I was a kindergarten dropout, spent the first half of first grade in a 
parochial school with a nun who wasn’t averse to using a ruler to demand obedience and 
respect, or that I moved to the other side of the world to finish first grade. I only moved 
from Iowa to Minnesota but try explaining that to a 6-year-old. However, none of that 
compares to my experience in second grade which led me to know that I wanted to be a 
teacher when I grew up. 
My epiphany occurred not so much because I loved to learn but due to how much I 
loved my second-grade teacher. Mrs. Hase1 was one of those teachers that made a child’s 
school experience fun and engaging. I feel confident that my classmates look back on their 
experience with fond memories as well.  Mrs. Hase would teach in such a way that we 
didn’t even know we were learning. We learned through a lot of game playing and hands-
on projects. I vividly remember one time working on our writing skills by making papier-
mâché puppets, creating a puppet stage out of a large refrigerator box, and writing and 
performing our own theater shows (hence our writing curriculum). I made a clown and 
                                                 
1 Pseudonyms used for all names; adults, students, and locations. 
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wrote jokes that the clown performed for the class. I laughed so hard, or rather, the clown 
laughed so hard at its own jokes, it ‘literally’ laughed its head off! But, instead of being 
devastated or humiliated at the laughter from my classmates as my clown head rolled 
across the floor, I laughed right along with them because that was how safe I felt. Mrs. 
Hase had the effect of making her students feel safe, cared about, and even loved. She 
didn’t dole out her compassion and love for her students selectively. Reserving it only for 
the ‘good’ kids and treating ‘bad’ kids differently. If that had been the case, I would have 
had a much different experience I’m sure. I think we all believed we were ‘good’ kids. 
If that second-grade experience didn’t convince me that I wanted to be a teacher 
when I grew up, my third-grade experience certainly did. My third-grade teacher was quite 
the opposite from Mrs. Hase. I don’t recall what I learned in third grade, although I am 
certain I must have learned something. I do not recall much play involved in our learning 
just a lot of sitting still, listening, and working. That was not easy for me to do. What I 
mainly recall about third grade is having my mouth taped shut frequently and the feel of 
my teacher’s fingernails digging into my arm.  The fingernail marks would quickly fade, 
but that year left an indelible mark that remains imbedded in me. My third-grade teacher 
was in her first year of teaching and, if I’m not mistaken, her last. I think she realized very 
quickly that teaching was not her calling. In hindsight, I cannot say that I wish it had never 
happened because it only reinforced my decision to become a teacher. I wanted children to 
have my second-grade experience and not my third. 
So, when I was in my 20’s, after having my two children, I took a job as a 
paraprofessional where my son attended school. I took a job within the Special Education 
Department. I was not sure what that would entail, but I found out very quickly that I 
loved working with this student population. Not in small part to the fact that the teacher I 
was assigned to work with, Mr. Rosen, was an amazing man. The way he worked with the 
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students was so reminiscent of Mrs. Hase that I immediately took to his mentoring and 
learned as much as I could from him. He taught me that it’s not always about the 
curriculum, textbooks, and following the rules. He was a bit of a rule bender, if not an 
actual breaker. Aside from the fact that much of his instruction came in the form of hands-
on and fun activities, his students also knew that he had their best interest at heart. 
Sometimes that meant spending a class period having a student repair a broken desk 
(hands-on learning of a life skill) and just talk instead of covering the day’s assignment. 
He knew that sometimes students needed to be heard, and their situations didn’t always 
lend themselves to being able to concentrate on the day’s objectives. Because he took the 
time to value them as people first, I could see that students were more willing to get down 
to business when it was time to do their school work. Their mutual respect was evident. It 
was at this time, and through witnessing these experiences, that I came to realize that 
respect is, contrary to the popular saying, not actually something you have to earn. 
Respect is something everyone deserves if not only for the fact that we are all just human 
beings trying to make our way in this world. Sometimes I feel that some teachers forget 
that students are, first and foremost, human beings.  
After three years of working under Mr. Rosen’s supervision, I decided (with 
abundant colleague encouragement) to enroll in ASU’s teacher certification program. I 
completed my coursework in 3 years, and in 1995 graduated with dual general and special 
education certification. I was fortunate enough to be able to go back to the same school 
where I worked as a paraprofessional. The school hired me as a special education resource 
teacher working with junior high Specific Learning Disability (SLD) students. I had found 
my home and would continue to work with this district, in some capacity or another, for 
the next 20 years. However, what started out as an experience that emulated that of Mrs. 
Hase and Mr. Rosen became increasingly less autonomous and more rigorous.  These 
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changes came with the implementation of No Child Left Behind (NCLB) legislation in 
2002 under the direction of then-President Bush. NCLB was the beginning of the end of 
my love for teaching. I still loved my students, but I began to despise my profession.  
I am not suggesting that NCLB, and our current education system, is causing 
teachers to resort to tactics such as those of my third-grade teacher. However, I would 
posit that the pressures and incontestable dichotomy of the teachers’ understanding of best 
practices and those of testing mandates, along with the effect that testing rigor is having 
on students, is causing many classroom experiences to be less than pleasantly memorable.  
So, I have come full circle back to my ‘why’. Why am I sitting here writing a 
prologue for my master’s thesis? I am writing this prologue because I want to do my part 
to reform our public education system. I want teachers to regain autonomy and to be able 
to feel they can once again put a child’s humanity before their education without worrying 
whether they will be able to keep their job. I want children to be able to discover their 
uniqueness and develop that if they so choose instead of having that taken from them to 
become good test takers. I want children to be able to have my second-grade experience 
and not my third. 
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CHAPTER 1 
LITERATURE REVIEW 
“It’s easier to build strong children than repair broken men.” Fredrick Douglass  
Summary 
The purpose of my study centers on whether high-stakes standardized testing, like 
that of AzMERIT, is having an effect on student well-being. The main objective is to 
utilize ‘student voice’; via one-on-one, informal, student interviews, to ascertain data that 
will address that question. However, it is important to be knowledgeable of the contrasting 
educational ideologies that foreshadow the student interviews. This chapter will endeavor 
to provide that knowledge by including a brief history of the education system within the 
United States, the driving force behind its current push for accountability and mandates 
for rigorous high-stakes testing, and research of experts in the field of education and child 
psychology that pushes back on legislation’s invalid epistemology. I begin by including 
the history of and purported reasons for legislation which increased accountability within 
the public educations system via high-stakes testing.  That is followed-up by data that 
debunks the claim that this type of testing rigor achieves such objectives. Next, I include 
research that addresses the impact testing mandates are having on students and teachers. A 
significant portion of this area of research focuses on what Early Childhood Education 
(ECE) and Early Childhood Development (ECD) experts have to say about testing 
mandates that have infiltrated the kindergarten classrooms and how they are contradictory 
to what ECE/ECD research recommends. At this point, I also focus on the topic of 
discipline and how, theoretically, it is being influenced by high-stakes testing. I conclude 
the chapter with research that draws attention to the inherent bias and hierarchal structure 
of the tests themselves.  
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Accountability 
Lawmakers and legislators at the federal level see an education system that 
produces ‘agents’ with subpar book knowledge and inadequate skills necessary to make an 
economic contribution to its capitalist agenda. The government, “…solely understand 
youth as future economic and political trajectories who are passively controlled by adults 
and institutional structures…” (Quijada Cerecer, Cahill, & Bradley, 2013, p. 218). One 
major contributing factor to low achievement was believed to be the gap between white 
students and that of students of color (Camera, 2016; United States Department of 
Education, 2002; Gardner, 1983; Jehlen, 2009; Rudalevige, 2003).  Prevailing education 
policy in the US reflects the belief that education can obtain the level of neoliberal 
‘production’ it is seeking by implementing high-stakes testing (Au, 2009; Kornhaber & 
Orfield, 2001).  
One of the first reports to call for change, as it pertained to education, was a report 
by the U.S. National Commission on Excellence in Education (NCEE) titled: A Nation at 
Risk (Gardner, 1983). The report painted a bleak picture of the country’s educational 
system, with illiteracy being viewed as most significant (Waldow, 2015). Waldow stated 
that the government stepped in to assure that the rigor of academic standards increased. 
Despite the “standards and testing movement” (Rudalevige, 2003, p.63) advocated for by 
A Nation at Risk (Amrein & Berliner, 2003; Au, 2009; Nicols & Berliner, 2007), some 
perceived results were not being realized because of a lack of accountability (Rudalevige, 
2003). This led to President George W. Bush signing into legislation the No Child Left 
Behind Act of 2001 (NCLB) [United States Department of Education (USDE), 2002]. 
NCLB was drafted largely because of growing economic concern in the United States 
surrounding the world market (Gardner, 1983; Rudalevige, 2003; Waldow, 2015). Again, 
the blame focused on the gap between whites and minorities on performance testing, and 
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the solution was to require even more rigorous standards and accountability (Hursh, 2007; 
Rudalevige, 2003; USDE, 2015). Not only were standards reformed to require students to 
achieve at higher levels, they were expected to meet or exceed these academic standards 
via “high-stakes” standardized testing or risk the loss of a high school diploma (Au, 2009; 
Emery & Ohanian, 2004). Districts, schools, and teachers were also held more 
‘accountable’ with the threat of decreased funding, termination, and possible school 
takeover by the state if annual yearly progress (AYP) goals were not met (Rudalevige, 
2003;  USDE, 2002).  These AYP goals were specifically targeting, but not limited to; 
minority students, low socioeconomic students, and second language learners with the 
expectation that all subgroups would reach 100% proficiency by 2014 (Au, 2009; 
Rudalevige, 2003; USDE, 2002).  
So, how far have we come the in past 15 years? Reports indicate there has been a 
slight increase in test scores and a narrowing of the gap between minorities and whites 
(Au, 2009; USDE, 2015; Jehlen, 2009) since the implementation of NCLB. However, 
Jehlen (2009) also revealed that there was a significant rise in minority (Black and 
Hispanic) test scores in the 80s and 90s (prior to NCLB) that narrowed the gap by almost 
one-half. Scores among whites stayed fairly consistent during that time. Since the 
implementation of NCLB, there have been minimal increases in tests scores for all 
students, and significantly less progress towards minimizing the gap (Berliner, 2011; 
Cannella, 2008; Jehlen, 2009).  
What does research find in regard to NCLB’s methodological approach to 
education? The push by NCLB to use standardized testing that limits assessments to 
multiple choice and narrow presentation of student knowledge is “…failing to demonstrate 
any faith in their ability as learners, and questionable in its treatment of their humanity” 
and “reinforces…notions of inferiority” (Cannella, 2008, p. 192, 198). Cannella’s (2008) 
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research posits the high-stakes testing education system as based on hierarchical control 
and not promoting citizenship and civic learning. Other research points to evidence that 
‘standardized’ testing is not standard at all, but rather, is designed to continue to promote 
the status quo interest of class and race inequalities reflected in the current society of the 
U.S. (Au, 2009; Au, 2008; Au & Gourd, 2013; Bernstein, 1996). I will delve more deeply 
into this assertion later in this chapter. Research and literature also exist that corroborates 
the concern high-stakes standardized testing is having on our youth and the education 
system as a whole, (Au & Gourd, 2013; Brown, 2013; Gray, 2010).  
Effect on Early Childhood Development/Education 
A possible point of confusion and concern is that these mandates may have found 
their way into our most vulnerable population, that of our kindergarten children. Even 
though I interviewed junior high students, the basis for their answers were being 
formulated from the very beginning of their school experience. As more literacy and 
mathematical standards are required at the kindergarten level (Graue, 2010) there is a 
corresponding decrease in play and social interaction even though Early Childhood 
Development (ECD) experts and researchers advocate play as a fundamentally necessary 
component for learning (Cheng, 2015; Goldstein, 2008; Graue, 2010; Parker & Neutharth-
Pritchett, 2006).  Research has even found a correlation between this lack of play and an 
increase in mental health issues in young children (Cheng, 2015; Gray, 2010). It has been 
argued by many scholars, teachers, and child advocates that the mandates of high-stakes 
testing are negatively affecting a multitude of students and student populations throughout 
the K-12 system (Amrein & Berliner, 2002; Au, 2013; Au, 2009; Au, W. & Gourd, K., 
2008). 
By placing priority on standardized testing and ignoring best practices for the 
education of kindergarteners, are we doing a grave disservice to these children?  Let’s 
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look at why kindergarten was implemented in the first place. According to Early 
Childhood Today (2000) the first kindergarten – ‘the children’s garden’ – was founded in 
1937 by Friedrich Froebel. His first involvement with students was working in a 
classroom with Johann Pestalozzi. Pestalozzi believed that children needed to be active 
learners. Froebel took this ideal with him when he left the school to become a private 
tutor. As a tutor, he was given some land (as payment), and he turned it into a garden. 
Remembering how much he loved learning and exploring in gardens as a child, he took 
his tutees there. He saw what an impact it was having, so he decided to start his own 
school. The school was for children under the age of 7.  At this point, children under 7 
were not attending school. Friedrich developed his concept of kindergarten with the idea 
that children should direct their own learning through self-activity, and his purpose was to 
be a ‘guide’, not a lecturer. Some of the goals for his students were physical activity, the 
experience of living among others, creative expression, exploration of ideas and concepts, 
and development of sensory awareness and dexterity.  
More recent research in the field of early childhood development does not appear 
to deviate from Froebel’s intuitive understanding of how young children learn and develop 
social and emotional skills through play (Cheng, 2015; Goldstein, 2008; Graue, 2010; 
Parker & Neutharth-Pritchett, 2006). Cheng (2015) states that “…play is critical for 
children as they develop self-regulation, social competence, and confidence in peer 
relations” (p.2).  Even the National Board for Professional Teaching Standards, Early 
Childhood Generalist Standards, (2012) include, but are not limited to; fostering physical, 
social, emotional, moral and ethical development. It also states, “Knowing children learn 
through manipulating materials and interacting with peers… accomplished teachers 
strategically and creatively use play as a vehicle to enhance young children’s development 
and learning” (p.15).  Research that overwhelmingly supports the fact that social-
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emotional skills are important for school success, building friendships, self-concept, 
empathy, and emotional competency (Merrell, 2011) is extensive and undeniable. 
However, research has also found that only about 40% of children entering kindergarten 
are equipped with the social-emotional skills needed to be successful (Cheng, 2015). Why 
is this statistic important? 
 It’s important because we now find that instead of earlier visions and enactment of 
kindergarten that were based on the tradition of play, socializing, and transitioning from 
home to school, the focus is on raising student achievement through curriculum that 
focuses on literacy and numeracy, and a push for the rigors of academia in preparation for 
standardized testing (Graue, 2010), including initiatives such as Early Reading First. 
Graue (2010) also notes that kindergarten teachers are reporting that their students are not 
ready for such rigorous academic instruction. Their students still lack appropriate social 
skills and basic language knowledge. What effect is this change having on the children? 
Gray (2010), a research professor at Boston College, believes that early childhood 
education is being bastardized by the rigors of high stakes testing at the expense of our 
young children’s well-being. Gray posits that the decline in play has a direct correlation to 
the rise in anxiety and depression among our youngest learners. Additionally, children 
were spending more hours in school where there is less emphasis put on play (important to 
social and emotional development), and more time and emphasis put into testing and 
literacy and numeracy as contributing factors to the rise of mental health issues in our 
youth.  If children cannot build a strong foundation in social and emotional development, 
they will continue to struggle throughout their school years. That struggle will have a 
continuing negative effect on their ability to acquire knowledge (Brown, 2013).  
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Effect on Educators 
Couple such research with the findings regarding the effects testing has on teachers 
and you have the potential for a toxic learning environment. Teachers are facing the 
challenge of trying to meet student needs and still meet the mandates and demands placed 
on them by NCLB (Goldstein, 2008). This significant increase in accountability and 
control from the system has left teachers feeling less autonomous and valued as 
professionals (Berliner, 2011; Goldstein, 2008). Goldstein (2008), writes: 
 
Many early childhood teachers are facing new challenges as 
they try to meet varied developmental and academic needs of their 
young students and to accommodate the professional mandates, 
requirements, expectations, and demands that have emerged in the 
wake of the implementation of No Child Left Behind. The space for 
curricular and pedagogical innovation, independence, and freedom has 
been shrinking as accountability shovedown (sic) and implementation 
of standards-based education have introduced unprecedented levels of 
obligation, regulation, and imposition. (p.448) 
The National Center for Educational Statistics (2015) report states that 8% of the teacher 
population left teaching for another career. On the surface, 8% seems to be a relatively 
low percentage. However, when you take into consideration that there were a reported 
3,377,900 teachers on record in 2015, that would equate to 270,232 education 
professionals ‘choosing’ to leave a career that required years of higher-education and a 
degree. This rate of attrition appears to be having the corresponding effect of a teacher 
shortage. “Teaching shortages affecting every state as 1017-18 school year begins,” 
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(Strauss, 2017); “Schools throughout the country are grappling with teacher shortage, data 
show,” (Ostroff, 2017); and “America has a teacher shortage, and a new study says it’s 
getting worse,” (Heim, 2016) are just a few of the multitude of headlines gracing our 
newspapers and news network reports. 
When polling teachers about the reasons for leaving the teaching profession, the 
National Center for Education Statistics cites the accountability standards and the 
pressures of testing amongst the most frequent responses (Kopkowski, 2008). More 
recently, two-thirds of teachers surveyed responded with ‘often’ or ‘always’ when asked if 
teaching was stressful (nearly double that of the general workforce), and 72% responded 
‘moderate’ or ‘extreme’ when asked about feeling pressure to increase test scores 
(Mulvahill, 2018).  NEA reports show that 75% of teacher’s health problems are caused 
by stress (Rosales, 2011).  Also, I know from personal experience/observation that when 
teachers are forced into following mandates the results may manifest themselves as 
inadequate teaching practices, poor teacher/student interaction, and unsuccessful 
classroom management.  
Discipline Routines and Regimes 
A possible theory, as briefly discussed in the introduction, is that the combination 
of pressure from high-stakes testing mandates and behavior management techniques is 
negatively affecting our children’s well-being. This is not implying that teachers do not 
know what potentially injurious affect seemingly harmless practices can invoke. Teachers 
have learned many of these techniques via teacher colleges and/or during districts in-
services. Instead, the duel pressure of teachers and students creates a more negative 
environment. The teacher has up to, or even more than, twenty 5 and 6-year old’s in their 
classroom.  Of those 20 students, there may be a few that are labeled (which could be its 
own research focus) ‘ornery’, a few that are on the ‘hyper’ side, a few more that are very 
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shy. If the teacher is lucky, the rest are behaving relatively ‘normally’. At least they seem 
to be able to cooperate, listen to, and engage with the teacher. Since play and social and 
emotional skills are taking a back seat to academia in kindergarten (Goldstein, 2008; 
Graue, 2010; Gray, 2010), the teacher may attempt to maintain classroom management 
through some form of ‘quick fix’ behavior system. The popular trend is to use so-called 
“positive discipline” approaches that involve cards representing stoplight colors. There are 
variations, but the concept behind the behavior plan is to have the students’ names 
somehow attached to the colors green, yellow, and red. Students will start the day with 
their name on green, with the intention that they will keep their name there all day. This 
would indicate that they have had a ‘good’ day at school. If the student is not following 
directions, interrupting, or some other form of ‘undesirable’ behavior, the teacher will 
direct them to move their card to yellow. That usually signifies a ‘warning’. If the child 
continues with an undesirable behavior they get their name moved to red. Red signifies 
some form of punitive action such as, but not limited to; loss of recess, time-out, phone 
call to parents, sent to the principal. Make no doubt about it, students believe that the 
changing of their colors (or whatever form of classroom management strategy) carries a 
specific connotation to their personal identity as a ‘good’ or ‘bad’ person. I recently had 
an experience that addresses this very situation. My niece called me because she knows 
that I am in the Social and Cultural Pedagogy Master’s Program at ASU with a desire to 
initiate public education reform. She put me in contact with a friend of hers that was 
seeking some guidance because her son, who just started kindergarten a few weeks prior, 
was ‘getting into trouble’ at school. The mom had already been called to come pick him 
up because he would not sit still and cooperate. When I asked if he had attended 
preschool, and if so, did he have any difficulties there, her response was that he had 
attended preschool and that he was fine. She always received good reports from his 
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Figure 1 Behavior Management Chart using colored cards. 
Jared sure looks happy! I wonder how Brandon and Max are feeling. How would you feel as a 5-year-old moving your name to 'that' red face? 
preschool teachers and had never received one phone call. Then, she proceeded to tell me 
that her main concern is that he is coming home saying he’s a ‘bad’ boy, and he’s afraid 
he’s going to get his ‘color’ changed again. There is something intrinsically wrong with 
this picture, and sadly it is not an isolated case. This scenario plays out daily in numerous 
classrooms across the country. Peters (2012), who conducted research interviews with pre-
school and kindergarten students, reported students using words such as “naughty” and 
“bad” when talking about the behavior management procedures used by their teachers in 
the classroom.  
“Jordan described how children ‘go to jail’ if there are ‘no 
colors’ on their behavior chart…he said, ‘you go to the principal’s when 
you have no colors and then the principal calls the policeman and then 
you go to jail.” (p. 175-76). 
I am not sure what prompted Jordan to say what he did. It does, however, give 
significant cause for reflection on our countries ‘school to prison pipeline’.2 
       Figure 2Behavior Management Strategy using 'stop-light' symbolism 
                                                 
2 ‘School to prison pipeline’ is the U.S. national trend of children, especially students from marginalized populations, going from public 
schools into the juvenile and/or adult criminal justice system. 
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Although I refused to use it myself, I witnessed the examples in the figures above 
as the preferred behavior system in most primary (and even some 2nd – 4th grade) 
classrooms. It also came up numerous times when I searched, ‘kindergarten classroom 
management’. At this point, one could posit that a public display and broadcasting of a 
child’s misbehavior, and subsequent consequence, is not beneficial to their ‘unaddressed’ 
social-emotional well-being. What of the young 5-year old who is full of energy and has 
an ‘uncontrollable’ need to be moving and active? The public education system, in its 
current state, is not designed to accommodate these students. The original system of 
learning through play was more adequately designed for these students because the 
originator of kindergarten and more recent researchers know that 5-year olds are still 
active, energetic individuals (Cheng, 2015; Graue, 2010). In addition to stressors for 
students, teachers also experience pressure to address the 47 ELA and 31 mathematical 
(not to mention technology, science, and health) standards (ADE, 2017) that need to be 
covered over the course of the year. Also, there may be little or no social emotional skill 
development designed into the day which is especially needed for the children who find it 
difficult to sit still and listen to lecture-style instruction.  More than likely, these particular 
students have become the perpetual victims of the ‘stop-light’ classroom behavior 
management system and will receive most of the attention and subsequent consequences 
because their particular behavior is least conducive to the kindergarten classroom.  How 
could this not influence these little ones? This justifies Spilt’s (2016) findings of a positive 
correlation between hyperactive students being reprimanded and an increase in their 
external behaviors (defiance, lack of focus, impulsivity, etc.) and a decrease in their 
feelings of self-worth.  
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Standardized Testing Structure and Design  
 “Is it possible that systems of high-stakes, standardized testing only help to 
(re)produce the very same inequality they purport to measure?” Wayne Au  
Thus far, I have presented research, hypotheticals, and observations that address 
the negative effects that standardized, high-stakes testing is having on teacher and student 
populations. But, what of the tests themselves? Some people and ‘supposed’ experts 
would argue that the effects on students and teachers are irrelevant. The important aspect 
is being able to assess student intelligence and prepare them for college and career, thus 
becoming productive members of society. Metaphorically speaking, this is a process of 
‘letting the cream rise to the top’. This allows for the ‘creamy’ and ‘rich’ to be skimmed 
off and separated from the less f(l)avorable substance ‘beneath’ it. It is surprising how 
apropos this metaphor regarding standardized, high-stakes testing actually is. 
Au, Apple, Berliner, and Bernstein have weighed in with regards to the inherent 
flaws of the testing process, the hypocrisy of its proposed purpose, and the hegemonic 
control of testing content and development. Standardized testing has been around since the 
1960’s and its purpose to contribute to the country’s capitalist production (Apple, 1995; 
Au, 2009; Bowles & Ginits, 1988; Fritzell, 1987) has been known for just as long. “In 
effect, they (standardized test) can decide who shall lead and who shall follow, who shall 
find a place among the professional and scientific and who shall be relegated to the status 
of blue – and white-collar worker,” (p.8.).3 This quote was taken from Hillel Black’s book 
titled, They Shall Not Pass, published in 1963.  
On the surface, we are led to believe that finding a way to determine who can 
achieve at a higher level than another is a necessity in determining who will be able to 
                                                 
3 Parentheses and italics mine. 
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lead our country in the attempt to regain our place of global economic dominance. Being 
able to access the intelligence of all our students by implementing testing strategies 
indirectly supports the marginalization of students by comparing them to their elite, white, 
male counterparts seems like a legitimate way of accomplishing this goal. However, under 
the surface, there is research that supports the claim that national policy including NCLB 
and Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) makes.  
The premise behind standardized testing was that it would give all students an 
equal playing field, and the philosophy of meritocracy would be achieved (Au, 2009; 
Cuban, 2004). Whoever worked the hardest would achieve the greatest gain. However, 
what many may not know is that our education system is designed to enhance the future of 
America vis-à-vis the advancement of White students and it continues to uphold this 
ideology today.  
Around the end of the 19th century and the time of Henry Ford’s mass production 
assembly line labor movement, our country’s education system took a turn. The increase 
in population and move towards capitalist productivity led many business owners to lose 
their autonomy and place in the hierarchal U.S. system (Au, 2009; Meiksins, 1984). 
Individuals were becoming employees of larger industries and found themselves 
competing with minorities. One such business owner was John Bobbit. Bobbit would 
become a key figure in implementing the new ‘scientific’ method of education and 
subsequent focus on standardized assessments (Au, 2009; Kliebard, 1975). Bobbit 
instituted a ‘means-ends’ rationale that believed “Students are the ‘raw materials’ to be 
shaped into finished products according to their future social position,” (Au, 2009). 
Bobbit’s solution was to assess a student’s rightful place within the school system based 
on their predicted place in the economic system. Certain curriculum would not be wasted 
on students who were not considered college material, based on race and/or social class. 
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(Au, 2009; Kliebard, 1988).  By establishing a scientific, ‘means-ends’ educational 
system, Bobbit’s methods would maintain class and hierarchal status, as well as that of his 
white counterparts. Other small business owners (not unlike himself), that were hand-
picked to be school board members, made educational decisions to reestablish the status 
quo (Au, 2009).  
The shift in education leadership roles and school boards began in the 1920’s, but 
the groundwork had been laid by Bobbit’s efforts. It was at this time that standardized 
testing became a prevalent tool for determining intelligence. Two prominent concepts 
surrounding standardized assessments were I.Q test and eugenics (Au, 2009). Eugenics is 
the belief that intelligence is genetic and therefore some races are naturally inferior to 
Whites (Au, 2009; Selden, 1999). Historically, the I.Q. test was not intended to determine 
individual intelligence. However, the work of psychologists in the United States distorted 
the I.Q. test’s purpose and it became a tool to prove that certain races were inherently 
more intelligent and that the ideology behind eugenics was factual. This ‘proof’ could then 
be used to separate races, class, gender, etc. (Au, 2009; Gould, 1996). In 1917, Yerks, a 
psychologist and army colonel, tested 1.75 million recruits using Benit’s I.Q test. The test 
questions were specifically designed for French children. I would posit that the questions 
would hold little relevance for cultures outside of Western European descent and/or the 
U.S. educational system. However, it was exactly these questions that convinced Yerks 
that Whites were superior to their Eastern and Southern darker skinned European 
counterparts; and that Blacks were the least intelligent of all (Au, 2009; Giordano, 2005; 
Gould, 1996). These results served to codify the educational system’s resolve to use 
‘standardized’ testing to justify hierarchal ranking along race and socioeconomic lines 
(Apple, 2004; Au, 2009; Selden, 1999).  
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These ‘standardized’ testing methods did not exist without push back. Some noted 
Black educators, such as Horace Mann Bond (1920’s), Martin Jenkins (1930’s) and 
W.E.B. DuBois (1940’s) recognized, critiqued, and called out the inherent inequalities of 
I.Q testing, and their bent towards the well-educated and upper class (Au, 2009; Stoskopf, 
1999). Regardless, “the test and their inherent inequalities became hegemonic, in part 
because the test met the practical, political, and ideological needs of those working to 
fashion schools along the lines of industry,” (Au, 2009, p.38).  
Whose Standards 
As discourses of equality and Civil Rights took hold through court decisions, the 
educational system of ‘intelligence’ assessment would step up to equalize the playing field 
as well. Policymakers claimed to be trying to do just that by implementing NCLB, but was 
that claim just as questionable as those of the nation’s desegregation laws, civil rights, and 
affirmative action? There is substantial research on interest convergence and how these 
aforementioned movements towards equality are sometimes used to be counterproductive 
(Aleman & Aleman, 2010; Au, 2009; Bell, 1980; Stovall, 2005; Truong, Museus, & 
McGuire, 2016). One example is the desegregation law that perpetuated segregation by 
allowing ‘lawful’ means to place marginalized populations on one campus while another 
campus just a few miles away hosted upper-class, mostly White students (Au, 2009; 
Noguera, Pierce, & Ahram, 2015; Woodson, 1990). ‘Separate but equal’ may be alive and 
well, but under the guise of desegregation. In many cases, students do not have to be 
located on different campuses. Au (2009) refers to this phenomenon as the “zip code 
effect” (p.1). When Au taught at Berkley High School in California, he and his colleagues 
found overwhelmingly that they could determine where a student lived based on their test 
scores. Consistently, low-income students and students of color from poor neighborhoods 
would disproportionately score lower than White, middle and upper-class students (Au, 
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2009; Maran, 2000; Noguera, 2003). When looking collectively at high-stakes, 
standardized testing they found that the ‘zip code effect’ phenomenon reproduces itself 
across the nation (Au, 2009; Sirin, 2005; The Education Trust, 2004).  Some would attest 
that these findings support eugenics. However, what comprises a ‘standardized’ test and 
how is it developed? 
Using the buzz word ‘standardized’ strives to give the impression that the 
assessments are designed for homogeneous (similar or alike) groups of students and can 
be “universally applied to individuals,” (Au, 2009, p.6). That statement in itself is a 
conspicuous oxymoron. The claim that one test can fairly and equally assess all students 
across the country regardless of unequal access to curriculum, contrasting living 
conditions and cultures, and diverse school climates (Au, 2009; Delpit, 1995; Irvine, 2010; 
Milner, 2013; Neguera & Wells, 2011; Stovall, 2013), just to name a few, is, as Au & 
Gourd (2013) put it, “asinine” (p.14). How is it possible to design a standardized 
assessment when a particular methodological approach systematically favors White, 
middle-class students while eliminating the intersectionality of culture, race, gender, and 
lived experiences of poor and colored students (Ali, 2017; Au, 2009; Lesdesma & 
Calderon, 2015; Milner, 2013; Stovall, 2013)? 
 I.Q. and eugenics provide evidence of a system that sustains White intellectual 
superiority. One can look to the development of the SAT standardized test, often used for 
admission into higher-education institutions, as another noteworthy example. Questions 
that are an accepted ‘standard’ for the test are satiated with bias.  According to Au’s 
research (2009), test questions that are being considered for future assessments are 
designed for prospective college students. The results are collected, evaluated, and 
considered for inclusion on future tests. The process for determining whether the question 
is ‘valid’ is based on how White, male students compared to students of color and females. 
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If a question is answered correctly by a larger percentage of White, male students than 
colored and female students, it is deemed valid. They conclude that since White, male 
students typically test higher they are the ‘norm’ to which the standard should be set. 
Adversely, if a question is answered correctly by a higher percent of students of color 
and/or female students than that of their White male counterparts the question is deemed 
invalid and not used for testing (Au, 2009; Kidder & Rosner, 2002-2003; Rosner, 2003).   
Not only does high-stakes testing not help students of color and/or students of low-
income status, it can actually be damaging (Au, 2009; Armein & Beliner, 2002; Groves, 
2002; McNeil, 2005). The hidden curriculum embedded in standardized testing is 
designed to coincide with the social and economic norms of an unequal society (Apple, 
1995; Au, 2009). They are designed to disempower and further alienate (Apple, 1995; Au, 
2009) an already divisive country of ‘the haves’ and ‘the have-nots’.  The questions we as 
a nation (teachers, parents, and students) need to be asking is; Why hasn’t the gap between 
middle and upper class White students, and those of marginalized student populations, 
narrowed significantly over the past 15 years (Au, 2009; Cannella, 2008; Jehlen, 2009; 
USDE, 2015), and why isn’t it making a difference in our policies? Could it be because 
cream is easier to skim off when it has risen?  
Another question we should be asking is why are we excluding the most relevant 
agents within the education system? Why are we not listening to the students? Their views 
and voices should unequivocally be considered a positive contribution.  Much research on 
the benefits of student involvement, voice, and rights has been conducted (Lundy & 
Swadener, 2015; Lundy, Welty, Blanchet-Cohen, Devine, Swadener, & Smith, 2014; 
Peters, Gaches, & Swadener, 2015; Swadener & Polakow, 2011). The United Nations 
Committee on the Rights of the Children (1989), General Comment No. 12 states:  
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The exercise of the child’s or children’s right to be heard is a 
crucial element of such processes. The concept of participation 
emphasizes that including children should not only be a mandatory act, 
but the starting point for an intense exchange between children and 
adults on development of policies, programmes, and measures in all 
relevant contexts of children’s lives,” (p.5).  
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CHAPTER 2 
METHODOLOGY 
Respecting Youth Voice 
 As evidenced in Chapter One, there has been a significant push by United States 
legislation to hold the public education system more accountable. This accountability, 
reflecting neoliberal policy, is reflected in high-stakes, standardized testing. The previous 
chapter also contained data from researchers and experts in the fields of childhood 
education and psychology that significantly pushes back on high-stakes testing ideology. 
However, what many of the resources that I cited failed to do was go to those that are in 
the middle of this controversy, that being the students themselves. What I have found over 
my 25 years of teaching, and more recently during my stint in grad work, is the praxis of 
alienating students in decision-making processes.  
 There are movements and organizations that are clearly respecting youth voice: 
Children’s Views and Voices (CVV); The United Nations Committee on the Rights of the 
Children; Handbook of Research Methods in Early Childhood Education; Council of 
Youth Research; Social Justice Education Project (SJEP); The Opportunity Gap Project; 
Institute for Democracy, Education, and Access in Los Angeles; and Youth Participatory 
Action Research (YPAR) just to name a few. Even though my research did not wholly 
entail the YPAR process, because students did not conduct research or take action, I was 
most taken by its concept of student agency and what that could mean for education 
reform.  
 PAR is described as “…a framework for creating knowledge that is rooted in the 
belief that those most impacted by research should take the lead in framing the questions, 
design, methods, analysis and determining what products and actions might be the most 
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useful in effecting change.” (PSP, 2009). When the ‘Y’ is added, as in YPAR, the youth 
are the ones that are ‘most impacted’ and thus become the ones expected to take the lead 
as the experts.  
 At its foundation, YPAR seeks to give youth the opportunity to be agents for their 
own causes by actively engaging them in the research and presentation of knowledge, 
either indigenous via life experience or learned through the process, in order to self-
advocate for justice being denied them for a plethora of reasons (Bautista, Bertrand, 
Morrell, Scorza, & Matthews, 2013; Cammarota, Berta-Avila, Rivera, & Rodriguez, 2016; 
Cammarota & Fine, 2008;  Cannella, 2008; Guajardo & Guajardo, 2002; Morrell, 2006; 
Rodriquez & Brown, 2009). A body of research exists to confirm the benefits. 
Participatory research conducted by youth not only gives youth voice that has been denied 
in the past but also offers “new information that is grounded on a different ontological 
reality” (Guajardo & Guajardo, 2002, p.282). YPAR gives youth opportunities that not 
only help to develop skills that are beneficial for future endeavors but builds efficacy and 
confidence as well (Morrell, 2006; Cannella, 2008).  However, what I found is, even 
though the youth are central to the processes, the majority of these programs/movements 
are conducted outside of formal education environments. It is for this reason that I chose 
to conduct my research with youth within the walls of a formal education setting.  
 Not unlike the research that I have cited, I have many of my own experiences, 
observations, and beliefs as an educator when it comes to high-stakes testing mandates 
and its effect on our educational process and especially our youth. I was the teacher who 
was mandated to incorporate the ‘narrowed’ curriculum and ‘expose’ the standards to 
‘every’ student. I continually heard from students that the test was “stupid” or that they 
“didn’t care”. I would witness many students finish a test in 5 minutes that was allocated 
90. I would witness students become physically ill during the end of year standardized 
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testing. Teacher training; yes, teachers were trained every year for the do’s and don’ts of 
testing and held ‘accountable’ (even to the extent of being fired). Training consisted of a 
section on how you literally had to handle a test that a student may have thrown up on. It 
could not be thrown away. It must be placed in a ziplock baggy and returned to the testing 
center.  Now many schools are able to offer the test online. I digress. My point being, I 
know what I know about high-stakes, standardized testing, but I wanted to allow students 
the opportunity to share their own testing experiences and their thoughts about its impact 
on their lives. Because I want to know what students think, my research is largely 
qualitative in nature. 
Procedures 
 I began the process by contacting the school district where I had been employed 
for over 25 years. I posed the question: If I can get IRB approval from Arizona State 
University would you allow me to interview junior high students regarding their opinions 
of high-stakes, standardized testing, more specifically, AzMERIT? The district was more 
than willing to let me conduct the interviews as soon as I obtained the appropriate 
paperwork. Once I had submitted the paperwork and met all the requirements, I was given 
IRB approval to conduct my research.  
 I sent my IRB approval and paperwork to the district office of the schools where I 
would be conducting the interviews.  Subsequently, they gave me the go-ahead to contact 
the junior high teachers and schedule a time to introduce myself to students, give a quick 
summary of my purpose for being there, and ask for volunteers to help me with my 
research. I scheduled times with thirteen 7th and 8th grade teachers at two separate 
campuses. I chose the Founders4 campus for its high free and reduced breakfast/lunch 
                                                 
4 Pseudonyms have been used in the place of all school and student names. 
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percentage (74.2%) and Wilson campus for its relatively low free and reduced 
breakfast/lunch percentage (23.3%). I left parent consent forms with those students who 
volunteered to get their parent’s permission. Parents were informed of my research 
purpose, the questions I would be asking their child, the precautions that are taken to 
secure their child’s identity, and told of their right to withdraw their child from the 
interview process at any time.  I returned the end of the week to gather permission slips 
and conduct interviews. I was able to conduct 10 interviews with students at Founders and 
7 interviews at Wilson.  
 To ensure a confidential and secure environment, I conducted the interviews in the 
conference room in the school’s front office. Before starting the interview I obtained the 
student’s assent to conduct an interview. I told them that it was nice of their parents to 
give me permission, but what I really want is their permission. They are the ones being 
interviewed after all, and if they did not want to conduct the interview that was certainly 
their prerogative. Once I received student assent, I asked the student to pick a pseudonym 
for themselves. Just before beginning the interview I reminded the student that I would be 
audio recording the conversation and they may see me taking notes. I told them that these 
were field notes that I take to help remind me of the interview, any observations that I 
might make that do not get picked up on the recorder, or questions/comments that I may 
want to follow up with. I also told them they do not have to answer any question they do 
not want to answer, and they may withdraw from the interview at any time.   
Interview Questions 
 My interview questions were structured to answer a specific research question: Is 
there a relationship between high-stakes testing and student well-being? The request 
and/or questions were open-ended.  
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1. Write the first words or thoughts that come to mind when they hear AzMERIT 
testing.  
2. Do you feel prepared to take the test? 
3. Do you know how you do on the test, and if so, how does that make you feel?  
4. Do you believe there are other ways of assessing a student’s knowledge? 
5. Do you believe that doing well on the test is important? If so, why?  
These questions would give me information to help determine if what students were 
saying coincided with that of the researchers’. At the end of the interview, I asked each 
student for demographic information: age, race, ethnicity, and gender. The interviews took 
approximately 10 minutes. Once the interviews were complete, the recordings were stored 
in a locked filing cabinet until transcribed. Once transcribed; the recordings, 
transcriptions, and parent consent/student assent forms were uploaded to an ASU 
protected box.com file. I coded the interviews to determine common themes. I used the 
demographic information to conduct the small quantitative portion of my research, 
determining if responses fell along any age, gender, race, or socioeconomic lines.  The 
results of my research are presented in the next chapter. 
  
   
28 
 
 
Chapter 3 
FINDINGS 
Yes, I Hear You 
 My goal was to use student voice to describe high-stakes, standardized testing. 
Therefore, the majority of my research is qualitative in nature. However, I also want to 
analyze student demographics to see if there appears to be a relationship between 
responses and a student’s race, gender, age, socioeconomic status, or the intersectionality 
of variables. This is where descriptive statistics regarding participant and school 
demographics will be applied. 
Meet the Students 
 Over a period of two days, I conducted informal interviews with 17 students. On 
the first day, I interviewed 10 students from Founders Elementary School5. The 
participants ranged in age from 11 – 13. Four (40%) of the students identified themselves 
as female and six (60%) identified themselves as male. Of the four females, one female 
(25%) identified herself as Indian/Black/Hispanic, another (25%) identified as 
Black/White, a third (25%) identified as Mexican-American, and one (25%) identified 
herself as White. Of the six males; three (50%) of them identified as Hispanic, one (17%) 
identified as White, another (17%) identified himself as Hispanic/White, and one (17%) as 
African-American/Cuban/Puerto Rican/White/Mexican. Percentages for the total student 
population from Founders, male and female, 40% identified themselves as 
Hispanic/Mexican6. 20% identified themselves as White. Finally, 40% identified 
                                                 
5 Pseudonym 
6 It appears that students use Hispanic and Mexican interchangeably.  
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themselves as multi-racial7. When asked if they qualified for any additional services 
and/or programs (gifted, resources, etc.) 2 of the females (50%) responded in the negative. 
Two (50%) of the females responded that they were in Honors Math (HM)8. Five (83%) of 
the male students responded negatively, while one (17%) male student responded that he 
attended Honors Math.  Three of the ten students (30%) attend an honors class. 
 I have included three tables that represent the percentage of students that 
participated according to their self-identified gender and race. The first two tables 
represent Founders and Wilson (respectively), and Table 3 compares the two campuses to 
one another.  
 
Table 1 Representation of Founders Elementary participant percentages based on race and gender compared to the 
total junior high campus population. 
                                                 
7 School data only referenced as 2 or more races (nonspecific). 
8 Students responded that they were in Honors Math when asked if they received any additional services such as gifted, resource, etc. It 
appears they equate honors math with ‘gifted’. 
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 Day two I conducted 7 interviews at Wilson Elementary School9. These 
participants ranged in age from 12 – 14. Five (71%) of the students identified as female 
while 2 (29%) identified as male. Four (80%) of the female students identified themselves 
as White and one (20%) identified herself as bi-racial (White/Puerto Rican). One male 
student (50%) identified as multi-racial (Black/Mexican/White) and one (50%) identified 
as Black.  57% of students interviewed identified themselves as White. The total 
percentage of students who identified as Black was 14%. The total percentage of students 
that identified as multi-racial was 29%. When asked if they received any additional 
services, these students also mentioned being enrolled in a math honors course. Three of 
the five (60%) females attend honors math. One of the two (50%) male students attend 
honors math.  Four of the seven (57%) of students interviewed attend an honors course.  
 
Table 2 Representation of Wilson Elementary participant percentages based on race and gender compared to the total 
junior high population. 
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Gender demographics for both campuses consisted of 53% identifying as female and 47% 
identifying as male students. Age break down into eleven-year-olds (6%); twelve-year-
olds (53%); thirteen-year-olds (35%); and fourteen-year-olds (6%). Statistically, 
race/ethnicity is as follows: Hispanic/Mexican (24%); White (35%); Black (6%); Bi/Muli-
Racial (30%).10  
 
Table 3 Representation of race and gender comparison between both campuses based on 17 junior high participants. 
 Aggregating this demographic data generated some intriguing questions.  Why 
were male student participants from Founders almost 3 times higher than that of Wilson? 
Why were White, females at Wilson overwhelmingly the most willing to participate? How 
does the way the district collects data and determines race differ from the way a student 
self-identifies? According to school data, the tables would indicate that I interviewed 
almost all of the bi-racial students that were identified at both campuses. Why were some 
of the student populations that are more highly represented within a school not more 
equally represented within the interviewed population? Why, given equal access and 
opportunity to volunteer, were some races not represented at all? There were no 
                                                 
10 Hispanic/White 6%; Black/White 6%; Hispanic/Black/White 6%; Indian/Black/Mexican 6%; Puerto Rican/White/Mexican/African-
American/Cuban 6 %. 
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Hispanic/Latino/a (non-biracial) student participants from Wilson Elementary even though 
24% of the total (male and female) 7th and 8th-grade student body is Hispanic/Latino/a. 
Even more perplexing is the fact that no White, male students from Wilson volunteered to 
participate even though they represent the largest percentage of 7th and 8th-graders at 35%. 
This statistic appears to be an anomaly. Finally, why after offering this opportunity to over 
360 7th and 8th-grade students did I only receive permission slips from 17?  
Coming from a special education background, it did not go unnoticed that none of 
the volunteers received resource services. During my twenty-five plus years of experience, 
I witnessed a relationship between the growing rigor of standardized testing and the 
growing animosity and indifference of SLD students. Even though they may be 2 or more 
years below their grade level peers academically, they are made to take the same grade 
level test. It personifies adding insult to injury. Did they see no point in participating in the 
interviews? Do they feel speaking their truth will continue to go unheard? Could this be 
true for students of color as well? To expound upon my previous metaphor, I would posit 
that many of these students’ prior experiences have left a bad taste in their mouths. If you 
are not the cream, cream may be too rich and unsettling. At this point, staying separated 
from it may be preferable.  
What Are The Students Saying About… 
Well being 
…the state of being happy, healthy, or prosperous: Merriam-Webster Dictionary 
 The interview process began by asking the students to take approximately 30 
seconds to 1 minute to write down on a piece of paper the first words and/or thoughts that 
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come to mind when I say the words “AzMERIT testing”.11 The female students from 
Founders Elementary wrote:  
•  Hard (Black/White, 12)  
•  Stress (white, 12, HM12)  
•  Scared (Indian/Black/Hispanic, 12, HM)  
•  Not good enough (Mexican-American, 12) 
The male student responses were:  
• Stress (Hispanic/White, 13, HM)  
• Long (Hispanic, 12)  
• Passing next grade (Hispanic, 12)  
• Confusing (African-American/Cuban/Puerto Rican/Caucasian/Mexican, 13)  
• A lot (White, 11)  
• Long and boring (Hispanic, 13).  
 When I asked these students from Founders to explain a little bit more about the 
word/s they chose, Joe responded, “The stress is: Did I do good? Did I do bad? That’s 
what causes, you know, getting sick and stuff like that. I’ve gotten sick on a few different 
occasions. I puke.” (Hispanic/White, male, age 13, HM). Jay expressed a similar 
sentiment; “Like, it makes me nervous because I don’t want to do bad because I’m in 
Honors right now and don’t want next year not to test into algebra one. So, it’s like a lot of 
pressure because I have to do good on the AzMERIT,” (Black/White, female, age 12, 
HM). Dulce said, “Stressed. Very stressed actually. It makes me sad because I think…I 
                                                 
11 AzMERIT is Arizona’s high-stakes, standardized test. 3rd and 8th grade students also take AIMS Science test. Since AIMS is not 
taken at every grade level I did not include it in my research. 
12 Honors Math 
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can never be good enough.” (Mexican-American, female, age 12).  Another student, Kat, 
said, “When we’re doing Arizona MERIT testing, it kind of puts everyone on high levels, 
I think. Definitely puts me on high levels. I just feel emotionally, like, scared and 
worried.” (White, female, age 12)  
 When I asked the students at Wilson Elementary to follow the same procedure the 
6 females wrote:  
• Scared (Indian/Black/Hispanic, 12, HM)  
• Stress (White, 14, HM) 
• Scared (White, 13) 
• Long (White, 12, HM) 
• Terrible (White/Puerto Rican, 12) 
• Stress (White, 13, HM)   
The two male responses were:  
• Stress (Black, 13, HM) 
• Living nightmare (Black/Mexican/White, 12)  
When asked to explain further, Rose had this to say about how the testing schedule is 
structured, “…the test is very long, and it is hard for me to sit that long.” (White, female, 
age 12, HM) When discussing the effects of testing, Phoenix responded with, “AzMERIT 
is very hard and many people get nervous. I think it’s a living nightmare. Some people 
would get so scared that they would speed through it.” (Black/Mexican/White, male, age 
12). Erin said, “…there’s a lot of pressure put on that big end of the year test that everyone 
is nervous about…everyone is just nervous and stressed out about it.” (White, female, age 
14, HM). Erin also had a few things to say about the pressure the testing puts on young 
kids. When I asked her what she would change about testing, if anything, she said, “…less 
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stress put on the kids, even from a young age, like 4th grade.13 Third grade, wow! Yeah, 
that’s really young to start stressing kids out about testing. It’s a lot for a young kid to 
have that stress put on them. And that just kind of exposes them to testing is bad.” 
Christine commented, “Stress is the first thing that comes to my mind. Already having 
anxiety, in general, makes AzMERIT something that I lose sleep on.” (White, female, age 
13, HM). And finally, John had this to share, “I think the stress of the test distracts you 
from the actual test itself…I used to be really depressed. I still kinda am. I just feel like, 
you know, all this stress building up is really not healthy.” (Black, male, age 13, HM). 
As the data indicate, a majority (94%) of participants answered with a word that 
would communicate a negative emotion or experience associated with AzMERIT testing. 
It appears that, even though it would be hard to prove within the scope of this research, 
these words do not positively assimilate themselves to the students’ well-being. The data 
also indicate that student demographics did not contribute to a discrepancy in results. For 
this particular group representation,14 all students regardless of race, age, gender, or 
socioeconomic status, had similar negative responses to AzMERIT testing.  
Testing Structure 
“Don’t spend time beating on a wall, hoping to transform it into a door.” Coco Chanel 
Even though a student response of ‘long’ may be somewhat nebulous, providing 
more context regarding the testing procedure may be beneficial at this point. The Arizona 
Department of Education sets the guidelines for the test-taking procedure. They determine 
which specific week/s the test will be taken, how much time is designated for each test 
                                                 
13 Informed her that actual testing starts in 3rd grade. 
14 Acknowledging that not all races were represented. 
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section,15 and how the teachers and students are to ‘behave’ during testing. Teachers need 
to attend a training session which lays out all the do’s and don’ts. What teachers often 
describe as ‘scripted’ in the instruction manuals. Teachers are instructed, in no uncertain 
terms, not to add and/or deviate from what is scripted. Any deviation from the script will 
result in a consequence that, depending on the seriousness of the infraction, may include 
loss of employment. I reached out to a friend of mine who is now a principal at one of the 
schools where I used to teach.16 I asked if she would share the testing schedule with me. 
Here is the email that I received. 
~Now that AzMerit and AIMS Science are given online, the testing window opens 
on March 26th and closes on April 30th.  17  
Grade 4 and Grade 8 are taking AIMS Science on March 29th in the morning from 
8AM to about 11:30. If a student is not done, they are then moved with their 
Chrome Book to the Library to finish. 
Grade 3 will begin with AzMerit Writing on Monday, April 2; Reading Part 1 and 
Math Part 1 on April 3; and Reading Part 2 and Math Part 2 on April 5.  Each test 
session is approximately 2 hours,18 but again, if a child needs additional time they 
are removed to the library to finish. 
Grade 5-8 will take AzMerit Writing on Wednesday, April 4 
                                                 
15 The test is not timed. However, there is a schedule that usually allots 2 hours per subject session, and if a student does not finish they 
will continue to take the test until completed.   
16 For the purpose of anonymity, I have chosen to omit information that could lead to student/school identification. 
17 This is only the second year they have completed testing online. If schools do not have the technology they still give paper/pencil 
assessments and have from April 2 – April 10th to complete. 
18 This equates to 2 hours for the reading and 2 hours for the math for a total of 4 hours of uninterrupted testing. 
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Grade 4 will take AzMerit Writing on Monday, April 9; Reading Part 1 and Math 
Part 1 on April 10, and Reading Part 2 and Math Part 2 on April 12  
Grades 5 – 8 will take AzMerit Reading Part 1 and Math Part 1 on April 16 and 
Reading and Math Part 2 on April 17.  
We will then begin the entire cycle all over again with District End of Year 
Benchmarks on April 23.  We add Grade 2 to the District EoY assessment. 
We also have two eighth graders who will be taking the AzMerit End of Course 
Algebra Assessment in May following the district assessment window.  
We have 1:1 technology for our 6th through 8th graders, so those teachers really set 
their own schedule.  We have enough technology for the 2nd through 5th graders to 
test one grade level at a time, so their days are actually scheduled. 
Each assessment given takes approximately 2 hours, but as I said, they are not 
timed and therefore a child can take all day if they need to.   
The children in the self-contained EDDS classrooms also have 1:1 technology and 
those classrooms spread the assessments out throughout the window so as to not 
overwhelm those students.  They might only give Reading Part 1 one day, and then 
Reading Part 2 the next, followed by Math Part 1 on the third day and wrapping up 
with Math Part 2 on the fourth day. 
All students must have the AzMerit Writing Assessment completed by April 
13th.  All third graders must be finished with all of the AzMerit Assessments by 
April 11th. ~ 
 What difference does knowing the testing schedule and/or procedure have to do 
with this research? First off, I see the expression on the students’ faces when they talk 
about how the time passes during testing. They are not only talking about the number of 
hours in one day that is dedicated to testing, but also the number of days. I specifically 
observed one student, Christine, during the interview process that could not sit still while 
talking with me. She was very fidgety and picking at her cuticles.  I asked her if she was 
nervous talking with me. She said that she has some anxiety and she is always that way. 
Here is what she had to say when I asked her about the testing structure. “The test is long, 
and it’s difficult for me to sit that long. I like to work in increments of time. Like, during 
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homework I will work for, like, five minutes. I’ll take a break, um, for like a minute and 
then do another five minutes and then another break. It’s just easier for me to focus that 
way.” (White, female, age 13, HM) When I asked her if she can take breaks, get up and 
walk around, resume testing, etc. she responded that she is not allowed to do that. My 
question would be: what are they assessing, her intelligence or her ability to sit still? 
Similarly, Joshua had this to say about the testing structure, “Like, every time you start 
testing it either takes a day through like three to finish the test because there’s always 
other people that don’t finish it in time, and you have to wait for them. But, we just sit 
there and do nothing.” (Hispanic, male, age 12, HM) 
These two students are not the exception. Many students, both during this 
interview process and during my many years in the classroom, struggle with the way the 
testing is structured. I am intrigued by the notion that testing students for several hours a 
day over several days is an appropriate assessment strategy when it does not parallel the 
students’ daily routine structure of none standardized testing days. On occasion, a teacher 
may have students sit quietly while taking end of chapter test, for example. On average 
this would last from 45 – 90 minutes depending on how the class period blocks are 
structured. However, rarely does this happen repeatedly from class to class and/or 
consecutively from day to day. Also, during non-standardized testing days, students are 
‘usually’ allowed to go to the restroom, move about if needed, and/or accommodated in 
other ways. If nothing else, they will be able to move and talk with someone during 
transitioning between classes. This is not the case during the 4 plus hours allocated for 
AzMERIT testing.  
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Their Futures 
“Everyone is a genius. But if you judge a fish by its ability to climb a tree, it will live its 
whole life believing it is stupid.” Author unknown 
 I also asked the students if they know the results of their testing. If so, how do the 
results make them feel? Joe responded that he feels he does well on the test. He also said 
that he has friends who do not do well and “…when they get back their test scores, and 
some are kinda sad because they tried so hard and they failed to do well. They’re kind of 
sad, or ‘why did I even try if I’m not gonna do well?’ And, that eventually leads to them 
not trying on the test. Which I’ve seen people do,” (Mexican/White, male, 13, HM).   
Dulce became very emotional when she talked about how she felt. She said, “I can’t 
become a zoologist without knowing math, and I’m terrible at math. So, kinda makes me 
emotional at home and school, thinking I’ll be a failure in life,” (female, 12, 
Mexican/American). Another young man, Harry, said he didn’t want to know how he does 
on his test. “….cuz I feel like it would, like, put more pressure on me…make me mad, I 
guess,” (male, 13, Hispanic). 
Another related question was whether the students think the results are important 
to their future success. 16 of the 17 students responded that doing well on the test is 
important. The consensus was that doing well meant getting into good classes, colleges, 
and careers. And yes, going to college would equate to more money and success. Their 
responses ranged from believing they need to do well to pass to the next grade level, to 
stay in honors courses, to be successful in life. When asked if it is important to do well, 
Barry responded, “If I don’t do well on these tests then I might not be able to go to a good 
college…if I don’t do good…I’m probably not gonna be able to get a job cuz I might not 
finish high school,” (male, 13, African-American/Hispanic/White). Erin, the one student 
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that responded that she did not believe the test was all that important for her personally, 
even though it still makes her really nervous, said, “I mean everyone strives to get a good 
score, but specifically on that test I don’t know why. I think teachers and principals and 
everyone does it (pushes students to do well)19 so the school gets a good grade,” (White, 
female, age 14, HM).  
The majority (94%) of the students have bought into the ‘human capital theory’ of 
our country and its education system. The ideology that the more educated youth become 
the more money they will generate for an economy (Au, 2009). However, research does 
not show a correlation between student assessment scores and a country’s economy. While 
countries have seen their economies ebb and flow over the years student assessment scores 
have stayed relatively unchanged (Au, 2009; Beliner & Biddle, 1995; Cuban, 2004; 
Krueger, 1998; Orlich, 2004). Another fallacy of the human capital theory is that if they 
(students) do well enough on the test they will do well in the future, as attested to in their 
responses. Research has also found that more education does not necessarily equate to 
making more money (Au, 2009; Brown & Lauder, 2006).  
The advancement of human capital theory, so often offered by 
corporate interest in regard to public education - particularly in our 
current era of neoliberalism and increased globalization – serves to 
propagate the American Dream of individual opportunity and 
meritocracy while denying the very real structural inequalities that are 
increasingly being imposed on more and more people in this country 
and around the world, (Au, 2009, 61). 
                                                 
19 Parentheses mine. 
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The research on the assertion that higher education does not always equate to higher 
income is extensive. That’s not to say that I would dissuade any student from wanting to 
peruse higher-education. However, I would want them to be knowledgeable of all the facts 
so that they could make their own, informed decisions. What would be the harm in that?20  
Automatons  
- a machine that performs a function according to a predetermined set of coded instructions, especially one 
capable of a range of programmed responses to different circumstances. 
“When we blindly adopt a religion, a political system, a literary dogma, we become 
automatons. We cease to grow.” Anais Nin 
What did 1521 of these 17 students say when I asked if they thought that there was 
another way to assess a student’s knowledge or intelligence? Basically, they answered like 
this: “I don’t know what else it would be.” “Testing is the only way I can think of.” “I 
don’t really think it’s fair to her (referring to a friend who is not good at taking test), but 
it’s also one of the most efficient ways to, like, get results…I don’t know how you would 
really replace it.” 
I could fill so many more pages with quotes from these young people. They 
impressed me with their insight, their concern for others, and their willingness to share 
their voices with me. I admit being disheartened, but not surprised, that they do not know 
of any other way of assessing student knowledge than through this form of rigorous, high-
stakes, standardized testing. How could they? This neoliberal, capitalist educational 
approach is all they have ever known. 
                                                 
20 In case it was not obvious, that question was made ‘tongue in cheek’. 
21 Two answered that using Galileo would be an option. Galileo is another standardized test. 
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However, I will close this chapter with one quote that inspired me. Even though 
Luther said he wanted to do well on the test so he could go to college and get a good 
house, he ended with this: 
…but, there’s some people that, uh, they would always drop out 
of high school, and they would always be homeless, and they would 
always be miserable cuz they just failed. And, uh, and then when they 
thought it was all over they would get a job…and they have a wife and 
two kids. And it’s just, um, it’s just fascinating how that person was 
just doubting themselves and…now a good job and getting good 
money. (So, does everyone have to go to college to be successful?) No, 
no you as a person, like you should do what you need to do…you 
should do what you do…you gotta believe in yourself to do something. 
(male, 12, Black/Mexican/White) 
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CHAPTER 4 
CONCLUSIONS, QUESTIONS, AND CONTRADICTIONS 
“Having stayed down the rabbit hole long enough, it became familiar.” Author unknown 
Youth Have Something to Say 
One conclusion that can be garnered from my data is that students have something 
to say about standardized testing. Participant demographics did not have a relationship in 
how students responded to the questions. Regardless of race, age, gender, or 
socioeconomic standing, my sample participants had negative emotional and or physical 
responses to AzMERIT testing, 16 of 17 believed the test was important for some aspect 
of their future success, and none of them knew of an alternative way to assess student 
knowledge. This research is limited by the number of students interviewed and by the lack 
of representation among certain races and subgroups, such as SLD students. Further 
research is needed that includes a higher percentage of the student population and 
representation of all demographic groups. Do the data point to a relationship between 
high-stakes testing and student well-being? I cannot say definitively that is the case; 
however, the data collected could drive the discussion. If well-being means ‘the state of 
being comfortable, healthy, or happy’ as defined in Merriam-Webster, then I would posit 
that the student responses would lead us to believe that high-stakes testing, like that of 
AzMERIT, does not bode well.  
The question becomes: Is the stress, anxiety, or other negative characteristics 
associated with high-stakes testing ‘bad enough’ to warrant a change in assessment 
policies? I guess it depends on who you ask. The students themselves do not even know 
how to answer that question. 16 of the 17 students shared negative feelings about 
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AzMERIT, but they believe it’s important for them to take it in order to be categorized as 
smart…or not. Again, I would posit that they have conformed to the process, as stated by 
Au (2009, p. 13): 
 Schools, on behalf of the State-superstructure, have to 
simultaneously accomplish the fundamentally contradictory 
goals of reproducing the social and material relations of 
capitalist production while hegemonically working to win the 
‘spontaneous consent’ of the students/workers through appeals 
to individual equality with the educational and social 
meritocracy. 
My student interviews corroborate Au’s assertion. The students’ perspective on the 
importance of doing well on the test, the ability to do well via hard work (meritocracy), 
and their unwillingness or apparent inability to assert their own beliefs about how the 
testing affects their personal well-being, all play into the guise of ‘spontaneous consent’. 
Most of the students are unaware that they have choices and they have voices that deserve 
to be heard.  
There Are No Stupid Questions, Just Some You Are Not Allowed to Ask 
Given another opportunity, or given the opportunity at all,22 I would ask the 
students what they think about the statistics that indicate that approximately 40% of all 
students entering postsecondary education institutions do not complete their programs 
(NCES, 2017).  I would ask them if they know how many 4-year college graduates 
actually end up in a field of their chosen degree program. I would ask the students if they 
                                                 
22 Questions that I am allowed to ask are very guarded. Giving students information contradictory to the systems ideology is not 
allowed.  
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know that it is possible to assess knowledge through other means.23 I would not ask them 
these questions to discourage them, instead, I would ask them so that they have the 
information they ‘should’ have so they can make informed decisions. I would ask them so 
that they might begin to question why they are on the path they are on. I would ask them 
so they do not go ‘blindly’ into a situation not of their own making but of one that has 
been laid out for them for 12 or more years. I would ask them these questions so they 
could, if they so choose, take the initiative to make ‘their voices’ heard and demand 
change for themselves.   
I mentioned YPAR in Chapter 2. YPAR has had success in implementing 
programs that give youth the opportunity to be agents for their own causes by actively 
engaging them in the research and presentation of knowledge, either indigenous via life 
experience or learned through the process, in order to self-advocate for justice being 
denied them for a plethora of reasons (Cammarota, Berta-Avila, Rivera, & Rodriguez, 
2016; Cammarota & Fine, 2008; Morrell, 2006; Bautista, Bertrand, Morrell, Scorza, & 
Matthews, 2013; Guajardo & Guajardo, 2002; Rodriquez & Brown, 2009; Cannella, 
2008;).  In, Participatory Action Research; A Pedagogy for Transformational Resistance, 
Cammarota and Fine (2008) make a metaphoric connection between a scene from The 
Matrix and the lived experiences of youth. Basically, Keanu Reeves’ character Neo needs 
to decide if he will take a red pill that will show him the ‘truth’ or take the blue pill that 
will return him to his ‘normal’ life. The connection being, students who are given the 
opportunity will see “…past the layers of lies to the truths of systematic exploitation and 
oppression as well as possibilities for resistance” (p.1). My purpose for asking students the 
questions aforementioned would be to at least offer them the ‘red pill’. 
                                                 
23 I will reference alternative assessment processes in next section. 
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Why do I feel it is important to offer students the opportunity to know the truth, 
their options, and possibilities? The Social and Cultural Pedagogy MA program has taught 
me that Paulo Freire’s concept “…that the principle of dialogue, democracy, and self-
governance could be implemented in institutions, and hence involved children and parents 
in discussions about educational and social issues…” (Schugurensky, 2014, p.52) should 
not go unheeded. Freire believed very strongly in raising critical consciousness which 
meant being able to understand at a very deep and personal level what it means to be a 
part of this world and to be able to take that knowledge and use it to counter oppression. 
Believing in the importance of both reading the word and the world (Freiri, 1985), he 
argued that it was important to raise critical consciousness through critical education and 
“…that education could help men to assume an increasingly critical attitude toward the 
world and so to transform it,” (Freire, 1974/2005, p.30). How do we help our students 
think with critical consciousness when our education system rarely allows them to think at 
all?  
As we have seen recently, in the wake of the mass shooting at Marjory Stoneman 
Douglas High School in Parkland, Florida,24 our youth are more than capable of 
advocating for themselves. They have organized themselves to march on D.C with 
numbers reaching over half a million, stage school walk-outs, address local and federal 
government representatives, and presented their arguments for implementing 
comprehensive gun laws on national networks. Unfortunately, the example of their 
fortitude and resilience was born of tragedy, but it powerfully demonstrates that their 
voices and actions are politic and judicious. The manipulation of our neoliberal, capitalist 
education system is not obvious to our students. Maybe, given the information, they will 
                                                 
24 On February 14, 2018, a former Marjory Stoneman Douglas High School student gunned down 17 student and staff with an AR-15 
assault style rifle. 
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become their own advocates and they will choose to become the activist that will once 
again say, ‘enough is enough’.  
 This brings me to a conversation I had with a young graduate student who was in 
her 20s. This would mean that she had gone through the K-12 system of narrowed 
curriculum and high-stakes testing of NCLB. I asked her why she was in a graduate 
program, and why she was attending college at all. She struggled to give me an answer at 
first. Then she said something to the effect of ‘because it’s what I have always planned on 
doing’. I followed up by asking if she was doing what she loved to do and/or does she 
even know what that would be. Again, she struggled for an answer. Eventually, she said 
she really did not know what she would love to do. As we continued our conversation, 
which ended up centering on high-stakes testing and the public education’s push towards 
postsecondary education to ensure success, we came to the consensus that her ‘training’ 
during her K-12 education lead her right to where she was, just as it was designed to do. I 
have no doubt that I would have had a similar conversation with a significant percentage 
of students under the age of 30.  
Hypocrisy at its Finest 
 I find it more than hypocritical that our teachers are taught about the diversity of 
learning preferences and modalities (visual, auditory, kinesthetic, and tactile), cultures, 
and how to implement inclusive practices that best embrace the heterogeneity of their 
student population. Then they are mandated to implement an archaic mode of instruction, 
a ‘one-size-fits-all’ model. Couple that learning environment with the fact that students are 
enveloped in a comparative and competitive environment from day one, and the 
dichotomy of best practices and policy is evident.  Then, once these products of the K-12 
system (at least the ones that could successfully conform) are relegated to their place 
among the postsecondary institutions or workplace, they are chastised for not being ready 
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because they are not free thinkers, they lack collaboration skills, and they need to be told 
what to do and how to do it. It is a peculiar paradigm indeed. The fact that an exorbitant 
amount of research, like that which I have cited, has critiqued and countered the current 
educational ideology, yet goes ignored, requires explanation. I have to ask myself, what 
purpose does it serve for me to respect youth voice, ask the students questions, and then 
arbitrarily include them in my thesis? 
  
   
49 
 
CHAPTER 5 
WHY? BECAUSE I HAVE TO 
“It is not our job to toughen our children up to face a cruel and heartless world. It is our 
job to raise children who will make the world a little less cruel and heartless.” L.R. Knost  
Why? 
I find it almost laughable, if it weren’t so sad, that there are those who would argue 
that such a quote is ridiculous. During my time of research, and my experience of teaching 
over the many years, I have had many conversations with adults who will say 
“…removing and/or replacing standardized testing is coddling our youth. Stress is a good 
thing. They will be faced with stress all their lives. We need to prepare students for the 
‘real world’”. I ask them: “Why? Why is the ‘real world’ the way it is? What makes the 
real world acceptable the way it is? Who created the real world? If we created this world 
of stress and competition then why can’t we un-create it? And, at what cost are we willing 
to sacrifice our youth’s well-being in order to prepare them for the ‘real world’?”  
We Do Have Options 
When it comes to our public education system, there are those who will argue that 
schools are an institution of learning and teachers are not counselors or parents. I would 
posit that legislation like that of NCLB and ESSA attest to this ideology, parents buy into 
it, and the majority of students conform. Why, when we know that there are other ways of 
approaching education that work do we insist on perpetuating our current method? YPAR 
has documented findings that attest to the successes of how creating spaces where students 
take the lead can be extremely empowering and beneficial, not only to the student but to 
their communities as well (Cammarota, Berta-Avila, Rivera, & Rodriguez, 2016; 
Cammarota & Fine, 2008; Morrell, 2006; Bautista, Bertrand, Morrell, Scorza, & 
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Matthews, 2013; Cannella, 2008;). Countries like Finland approach education in a much 
more holistic and less standardized method and outperform the U.S. on international 
assessments such as the Program for International Student Assessment (PISA) (Childress, 
2010; Tung, 2012). I visited a residential, private school in Estes Park, Colorado called 
Eagle Rock High School and Professional Development Center. Their approach to 
education is student centered and student driven. The educators play the role of mentor 
and facilitator, and they have had tremendous success with students from around the 
country that were struggling within the public high school environment. The students at 
Eagle Rock had either already dropped out, were contemplating dropping out, and/or been 
expelled from their high school. Yet, with a different approach to learning, they found 
success. The list of alternative approaches to education and assessments is extensive.  
I know firsthand that a different approach is sometimes all that is needed for some 
students.  One of my teaching assignments was to run the junior high ‘at risk’ classroom. I 
had 10 young men and one young woman that were not being successful in the general 
education classroom. Some students were diagnosed as having an ‘emotional disability’; 
others were just ‘troublemakers’. I guess the easiest way to label them was ‘at risk’. They 
were ‘at risk’ of dropping out, being expelled, and/or being placed in an alternative 
placement. Regardless, they were not being successful in the general education classroom. 
Fortunately, I took this assignment just before the implementation of NCLB, so I was 
given carte blanche, so to speak. I was given the impression that the priority was ‘just 
keep them out of the classroom and the front office.”  For parents, it was ‘just don’t call 
me’. I could write a whole book about how the year transpired, but since that is not the 
focus of my research I will just highlight my key takeaways from the experience and what 
I learned from these amazing young people about how listening to them and offering a 
different approach to education can make all the difference for some students.  
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We started from day one learning how to tolerate others, even if we didn’t care for 
them much. We learned the difference between self-efficacy and self-esteem. We started 
from day one understanding that they did not need to earn respect, as aforementioned in 
my prologue. They, like everyone else, deserve respect because we are all just people 
trying to make our way in this world. They knew from day one that I would show them 
respect regardless of how they chose to treat me. If they felt I did not show them respect 
they were free to call me on it (and I could do the same), and as a whole class we would 
have a discussion about what occurred and if there was disrespect or a misunderstanding. 
We took advantage of as many teachable ‘life’ moments as we could.  
As far as their academics, we did not crack one textbook. We discussed what 
things we would like to learn about, and we found other ways to learn about 
aerodynamics, importing and exporting goods, community service, culinary arts 
(everyone’s favorite), etc. We took at least one field trip per unit, and we constructed 
several hands-on projects. Plus, they could choose their own Presentation of Learning 
(PoL) for each unit. We did keep portfolios. Some chose to do a PowerPoint. Not 
surprisingly, none of them chose to take a paper/pencil test. Mostly, we demonstrated 
what we had learned through a weekly game of Jeopardy. One of the most profound things 
that transpired in this class occurred during the use of Jeopardy as an assessment tool.  
When these students first came together many of them did not like each other, and 
they were not shy about expressing their feelings. Instead of demanding a change in 
behavior and/or doling out punitive consequences (which I am sure they were used to and 
the preferred method of the current education system) we would stop what we were doing 
and try to address the situation in a calm, respectful manner. Sometimes we needed to go 
to our separate corners and cool down a bit first, but that was okay. We would make the 
time. So, when we first started using Jeopardy for weekly assessments students would be 
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able to earn money for each correct ‘question’ (we followed Jeopardy rules) and then use 
that money to purchase a candy bar and/or soda. I made sure I had just enough categories 
for each student to have an opportunity to earn enough money for two items. During the 
first few weeks, a few students who knew all the answers would end up having enough 
money to purchase several candy bars and/or sodas. At first, they were happy about that. 
They even gloated. Other students would argue with me about how it wasn’t fair. Even 
though I wanted to be able to make it so every student could buy something, I stayed 
neutral. I did not belittle them and tell them they needed to try harder. I tried to be as 
encouraging as I could. I would give them little hints during the game to try and help them 
remember. I would also drop little hints like, maybe one of your classmates can help you 
figure it out. Fast forward about 2 months of playing Jeopardy every Friday. At this point, 
students were asking if they could give their statement to another student in the room who 
had not won any money yet, even the ones they didn’t necessarily like. I told them it was 
their statement, they can do whatever they want with it. They would also be giving hints to 
their peers when they struggled with the question they should come up with. Out of all the 
things those students learned that year, it was that empathy that far outweighed anything 
they may have learned academically.  
The principal and classroom teachers commented on how much more respectful 
the students had become. They noticed that they were being nicer to peers during recess, 
etc. They told me what a good job I was doing. The superintendent even tracked me down 
to tell me that he had heard good things about me and how I work with this student 
population. I still remember exactly what I told him. I said, “It’s not rocket science. You 
would be amazed at how showing these kids respect gets respect in return. And it’s not 
about me. These kids have been here the whole time, we just didn’t allow them to be 
seen.” 
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Because I Have To 
Why did I choose to listen to what students had to say about high-stakes testing? I 
listened because I fervently want them to be heard. I have said for a long time that our 
students are sending us a message, loud and clear, about what they think of the education 
system; we are choosing not to listen. Case in point, the young man that I interviewed who 
shared that he struggles with depression and that the stress from testing is not healthy. I 
asked him if he spoke with anyone from the school about how he feels and the effect it has 
on him. He said that he has, but the school doesn’t care. He loves the school, but “…it 
pushes it under the refrigerator like an ice cube.”  His comment pulled at my heartstrings. 
I wish I would have asked him to explain what exactly that meant to him. It left me to 
wonder if he felt that instead of taking the time to address his situation, bending over and 
picking up the ice cube, it’s easier to just kick it under the refrigerator; let it melt there 
alone in the darkness. This is why I choose to listen to what students have to say. I feel 
that we should not just be educational institutions and educators. I believe we should be a 
comprehensive part of the village that raises a child. I find it unfathomable that we value 
economy over empathy and put capitalism before compassion.  
   
 
 
 
 
 
 
   
54 
 
EPILOGUE 
It appears I have come full circle through this process of thesis writing. I started by 
sharing in my prologue about how empathy and compassion (or lack thereof) started me 
on my journey in the field of education. My personal experience in third grade may not 
have been associated with high-stakes testing, but I believe the effects of such testing are 
leaving similar, indelible impressions on the lived experiences of our youth today. I would 
posit that my thesis would attest to that assertion. So, what now? What do I do with what I 
have experienced over the past two years of grad school, conducting research, and writing 
this paper? 
 I start by expressing my deepest gratitude to my wife, family, and friends who 
have supported me throughout this endeavor. I want to thank my two sons, Bryan and 
Mitchell. You two have been my greatest teachers. So much of what made me the teacher 
I am was what you taught me about the importance of compassion, patience, and respect. 
Jen and Maria, thank you for not only blessing my sons’ lives but mine as well.  To the 
newest additions to my family, you are additional blessings. Thank you for your support 
and giving me time, space, and quiet during these past two years. Most importantly, to my 
grandchildren. This is for you. I want to continue on my journey of education reform so 
that you can be awakened to ‘all’ you have to offer this world that is so much more 
profound than that which will be offered to you in our current system. 
I am more than appreciative of the professors at ASU that have taught me that I 
was naïve and ignorant in more ways than I care to admit. Ignorance is not a bad thing, it 
just meant I had something to learn and learn I did. Every professor I have had the 
privilege of learning from and working with has encouraged me and my resolve to 
advocate for a student’s right to be heard. They personify what educators and education 
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can look like when students are accepted and valued for who they are, right where they 
are.   
Professor Ladd taught me that layers run deep when it comes to bullying and 
victimization. I already had my theory about how the school system portrays ‘the bully’ 
for many students, but her insight and the research I conducted for my final in her class 
helped me a great deal in narrowing my vision. That may not sound like a good thing, but 
trust me it was. Professor Sandlin taught me that life IS pedagogy. She helped me become 
aware that I should be cognizant of the fact that we learn from everything around us. 
Everything has something to teach us. We can question it; we can critique it; we can 
accept it; we can change it. Professor Gomez taught me to dig deep and pushed me to 
learn academia, or rather ‘unlearn’ it. His conversations were oftentimes over my head, 
and our readings were arduous. But, the struggle was worth the wisdom. I learned the 
most about the history we were never taught, and for that I am forever grateful. Ironically, 
his was the most difficult ‘easy A’ I ever received. Along those same lines, Professor Liou 
and Professor McGuire gave me the opportunity to learn about the struggles of 
marginalized populations within the educational setting. Even though I had been a teacher 
for over 25 years I had a great deal to learn about White privilege. I learned a great deal 
from the readings that they presented in their curriculum, and I appreciated their candor 
and that of the other students, but I believe my greatest learning came from being the only 
White body in the Race and Equity in Education course. Professor Broberg was definitely 
my ‘boon’ when it came to organizing, constructing, and implementing research. I had 
originally thought that taking the research class would have been most beneficial if I could 
have taken it my first semester. However, sometimes things have a way of working out 
just the way they should. I was glad that I had completed some of what I was already 
going to do for my thesis because it allowed us the opportunity to help ‘fine tune’ it. The 
   
56 
 
fact that he had experience within the public education system and knew exactly where I 
was coming from was an invaluable bonus. Professor Bertrand’s passion for her research, 
compassion for students, and her genuine desire to listen to ‘youth voice’ and help create 
spaces where they can be expressed and hopefully heard, connected with my own purpose 
and passion at a profound level. She was, and will continue to be, an inspiration to me as I 
move forward in my endeavor to respect youth voice and help them advocate for change, 
if ‘they’ so choose. Finally, what can I say about the gift of meeting and working with 
Professor Swadener? It has truly been a blessing to be mentored by and work alongside 
someone who has worked tirelessly for over 30 years to advocate for children’s rights, to 
support and guide grad students through the academia process, to not only dip her toes 
into numerous projects and causes but to completely submerge herself in her life’s work 
and passion. I do not know where she gets her energy, but if she could bottle it, I would 
buy a lifetime supply for sure! Narrowing it down from a plethora of options, three things 
that most impacted me were: her guidance in ever so gently bringing me down from my 
‘change the world’ grandiose vision of what I would do during my stint in SST and being 
with me every step to get me to fruition; giving me the opportunity to collaborate with her 
and other amazing scholars via Children’s Views and Voices research and presenting at 
major international conferences; and exemplifying what embodied activism looks like and 
how it can create a space for change.  
 Which brings me to where I am now and where am I going from here. Plan A had 
me applying for admission into the Educational Policy and Evaluation Ph.D. program 
within the Mary Lou Fulton Teacher’s College at ASU. However, the teacher’s college 
had other plans for me. Well actually, they had no plans for me. I was not accepted. Of 
course, my first reaction was one of disappointment. But upon further contemplation, I 
realized it was a blessing. You see, one of the things that most surprised me during my 
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grad school experience was discovering how many scholars had already researched and 
written about the negative effects of high-stakes testing. All the things that I thought I had 
‘cornered the market’ on have been in publication for years. I do not believe the next step 
for me is more research, although I will continue to read and learn from the amazing 
scholars who have already produced amazing works. I believe the next step for me is to 
literally take a step. It is time for me to follow in my mentor’s footsteps and practice some 
embodied activism of my own.  
At the end of chapter four I asked what purpose does writing about respecting 
youth voice serve. If for no other reason, the journey vis-à-vis the research and writing this 
thesis has taken me on has truly been about my own growth and cultivating a deeper 
resolve. I am not sure what that looks like or how it will manifest itself. What I do know is 
that I will continue to work for change in our educational policies via student voice, and a 
door will open. It always does.  
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